A. S. Byatt's Possession-- Postmodern or Post-Postmodern?

Liminality and Intertextuality as Functions of the Nonlinear Narrative in A.S. Byatt's Possession 

Text:  Byatt, A. S.  Possession: A Romance.  London: Vintage, 1991. 
Study Questions: 

The reader as character in Possession 
1. Why would Byatt choose to place Roland's initial glimpses of both Christabel and Maud next to each other?  What does this foreshadow about this novel's two major relationships?  What is the significance that it is the female characters that are described next to each other?  Why would Byatt choose to build a connection between Christabel and Maud rather than Randolph and Roland in the first parts of the novel? 
2. Christabel's image is seen through an aged photograph, and therefore must be described through a sepia-like lens.  Maud's image, however, is bright. She is a blond and is characterized to be wearing much color (38-39).  What is the significance of such differences of description? 

3. Christabel is described as "generic" (38).  Roland notices nothing special about her photograph other than she resembles a classic Victorian woman. Roland notices that Maud, on the other hand, "was dressed with unusual coherence for an academic" (38). She appears to defy her role as a woman scholar, while Christabel is the very definition of a Victorian woman.  What is the significance of such differences, especially considering the proximity of their descriptions? 

4. As more is revealed about both of the novel's major relationships, is it possible for the reader to judge whether or not Roland is able to separate his desire for Maud from his interest in Christabel's love life?  How much do the characters of Maud and Christabel blur later on, and what is the greater importance of such a narrative device, especially concerning the author's treatment of the importance of Victorian literature? 

Mirror-games and Plot-coils in Possession
1. What is the reader supposed to make of the mirroring of the two plots, the modern day and the historical?  What meaning does this make for literature on modern day life?  What role is literature supposed to take, both historically and in the life of the reader?  What is the relationship between the author and the reader?
2. We find out how the lives of the Victorian poets end up, because it has already been lived, but we never see what happens in the end with Roland and Maud; we are left hanging at the last scene between them.  Is there "coherence and closure" (422) in this novel, in either story?  Is this something Byatt sees as desirable, or is closure a useless convention?  What is the end to which this novel drives?

3. How does fate work in this novel? Is there a greater force in this book?  Are the two plots guided together by something larger, or are we to think that this mirroring is purely coincidental?

Imperialism—Cultural and Otherwise—in Possession
1. Blackadder mentions that "we've discovered Ash's Dark Lady" (404).  In his statement, the "we" could refer to the small group of people who fit together the puzzle pieces of Ash and LaMotte's relationship either by discovering a manuscript, clue, or new meaning in old text or by being a part of the physical journey which furthered the development of the discovery—Roland, Maud, Blackadder, Leonora Stern and Beatrice Nest.  It could also refer to the nation of Great Britain, or in an even vaguer sense, the world or human race as a whole.  Which "we" do you think Blackadder means, consciously or subconsciously?  What do these different possibilities say about personal ownership, national ownership, and universal ownership?

2. When Leonora says, "I think the letters should be in the British Library. We can all have microfilms and photocopies, the problems are only sentimental" (404), she suggests that the dispute relates to Britain's pride and honor in its culture and nationality, not to the possibility that the letters would give Britain's scholars an academic advantage over the rest of the world. Blackadder echoes her first statement with even greater emphasis: "The letters have got to stay in our country—they're part of our national story" (404).  Are the letters a part of Britain's national story because their authors were British, because they were found in Britain, or for some other reason?  Are the letters actually a part of the French national story, also, since Christabel's pregnancy and Maia's birth took place in Brittany and Christabel's national identity is mixed?

3. The strong sentiment against cultural imperialism also provides a basis for analyzing the possibility of hypocrisy of Great Britain, a nation of museums filled with historical artifacts taken from other nations and cultures. Byatt's decision—if it is a decision—to write a scene in which cultural imperialism is discussed with a journalist who is both Indian and female also raises questions about Britain's other forms of imperialism, such as its occupation of India, as well as alluding to the metaphorical imperialism between men and women (which is discussed at great length throughout the novel).  How do the opinions of the characters in Possession compare to those of the characters in Waterland, another novel which discusses British imperialism?  Waterland also deals with issues of gender.  How does Mary Metcalf's pregnancy and abortion compare or contrast with Christabel's pregnancy and the birth of Maia, and how might those two situations constitute a kind of "gender imperialism"?

4. Blackadder declares that "Randolph Henry Ash was one of the great love poets in our language" . Language is often inextricably linked to nationalism and imperialism—dominating another culture by imposing a foreign tongue. Christabel speaks with her cousin Sabine and her uncle in Breton, but writes and publishes in English.  Does any anti-French sentiment exist in the characters in Possession, as it does in Jane Eyre?  Does it not exist, or does it exist by omission or a lack of discussion?  Do the two novels differ in their treatment of France because they are set in very different time periods, or for other reasons?

Solitude and Secrecy in Possession 
1. In a letter from Ash to Christabel, he suggests a concept of freedom which does not mean complete solitude.
The true exercise of freedom is—cannily and wisely and with grace—to move inside what space confines—and not seek to know what lies beyond and cannot be touched or tasted. But we are human—and to be human is to desire to know what may be known by any means. (200)

What is Ash attempting to say to Christabel?  Is this his ultimate combination of solitude and togetherness which would make their relationship work?  When Ash states "But we are human—and to be human is to desire to know what may be known by any means," how does this relate to the work between Maud and Roland?

2. Maud and Roland must escape and leave others behind in order to complete their investigation.  They claim that they must "disappear," Maud leaving Leonora and Roland leaving Val without explanation.  Is their leaving simply because they must keep their work a secret, or because solitude and isolation is a necessary requirement for intellectual progression?  Is their activity, meaning their disappearances and secretive nature, a mirror of Ash and La Motte's behavior?  Are they working within a confined space mentioned in the above statement, or are they creating their own space?

3. Does the writing style of Possession indicate that human curiosity makes solitude impossible?

4. Why is Val jealous of Roland's work?  How is this different than the behavior of Ellen Ash to her own husband? 

"Follow the Path" (238): obsessive investigation in Possession 
1. How believable is Maud's theory that Christabel left clues for the benefit of future biographical and literary scholars?  To what extent should a writer's personal life be considered when studying his or her literary works?  How does Maud's and Roland's opinion on this subject change throughout the novel? 
2. How does the attempt by Maud and Roland to recreate the lives of Ash and Lamotte compare to the attempt by A.S. Byatt to recreate the themes and style of Victorian works such as Elizabeth Barrett Browning's Aurora Leigh (published in 1856)?

3. What is the significance of the link between scholarly obsession and madness in the novel?

4. How does Byatt play with the forms of the "classic detective story" and the "classic adultery novel" in Possession? 

5. If not "professional greed" and not quite "narrative curiosity" (238), what is it that drives Maud and Roland to continue their fanatical study of Lamotte and Ash?

Posession and Seeing Double

1. A. S. Byatt's Possession is a work of double vision, telling a story within a story, as well as being in itself a book about books.  Byatt thus refers in her work to three non-intersecting worlds—that of the reader reading the book, that of Roland and Maud researching Ash, and that of Ash falling in love with Miss Lamotte—asking us, even if only implicitly, to find the parallels between them.  If by paralleling the vastly different worlds of her stories Byatt is suggesting that there is a sense of universality that unites us all, and that perhaps, to invoke a cliché, there is nothing new under the sun, why are we nonetheless critical of Blackadder for his self-termed "subordination?"  Is Byatt making a distinction between scholarship and art, with the latter a triumph and the former a subordination, or is she instead trying to suggest that the individuality expressed in art can be expressed elsewhere in less obvious terms? Where does Roland fit into this argument?  Can possession be a kind of self-expression?

2. How do Byatt's views of a literary tradition compare to Browning's perspective in Aurora Leigh?  Is Byatt advocating a break with all convention for the sake of individual expression, or a conformity to tradition?  How much is Byatt aware of the literary tradition she is working with?
3. What are the similarities between Aurora's and Lamotte's histories? How do literature and romance interact in each of their lives and which does each of these women consider more important?

4. How important to our understanding of the themes and characters are the parallels between the modern and the historical parts of this novel?  What do we learn from finding the parallels?  Are we intended to look for them?

Gold and Green: The Colors of Beauty and Desire in A.S.Byatt's Possession
1. Roland says he prefers to describe Maud's outfit concisely with the words "unusual coherence for an academic" but yet goes on to describe her, in particular her outfit, in almost excessive detail. Why does Roland focus on Maud's clothing and appearances, especially after his original statement?
2. What can we make of the images of light and gold obscured by or diffused with darkness or blackness? Think of Roland's descriptions, "Through the stockings veiled flesh diffused a pink gold, almost" (38) and "Dust danced in a shadowy halo round her shifting head, black motes in straw gold, invisible solid matter appearing like pinholes in a sheet of solid colour" (133). How does this imagery relate to the lines of LaMotte's poem which are quoted on the page preceding Roland's first meeting with Maud, 

. . . filaments of wonder 
Bright snares about 
Lost buzzing things, an order fine and bright 
Geometry threading water, catching light. (38)

What of the "haughty brows/Circled with gold" in another LaMotte poem, also quoted in close proximity to Roland's second description of Maud. How does this line refer to Roland's observance of Maud's "brow flowered green and gold"? Also, if Maud's hair is "invisible", how is it "appearing like pinholes" (38-39)? 

3. What should we make of Maud's concealment of her golden hair with scarves? What does Roland make of this practice? What makes Maud's hidden or repressed beauty/sexuality so provocative, yet frustrating, to Roland? 

4. How does Byatt use gold and green in his descriptions of Maud as well as throughout Possession? How is illumination and beauty linked with gold or growth, nature and fertility linked with green? How does both these colors relate to the pursuit of knowledge? to romance?

Possession and the Lady of Shalott

1. In his response, Ash asks Lamott "Could the Lady of Shalott have written Melusina in her barred and moated tower?" (188)—how does Ash's conception of the creation of art/writing differ from Lamott's in this passage, and what does this have to do with, if anything, their respective genders?  How would Victorian times have influenced the way men and women artists viewed the creation of their work
2. Quite simply, why the emphasis on the importance of isolation of the Victorian woman writer?  Yet, why does it also seem that this determination to be isolated is impossible to maintain?  What does this say about the pervading influence of men, and of the outside world?  Do men become the primary stuff of the outside world from which these women, for a time, hide themselves (or wish to hide themselves)?

3. What does it mean for Lamott as a woman, and what does it mean for her art, when she compares herself to the Lady of Shalott?  (Read The Lady of Shalott by Sir Alfred Lord Tennyson  http://www.nouveaunet.com/prbpassion/ladytxt.cfm)

4. How do the different attitudes of men in these three works intersect or diverge? 

"An Empty Clean Bed:" Whiteness, Desire and Fear in Possession
1. Earlier in the book, when the image of the bed is first introduced, Byatt writes, "Freud was right, Maud thought, vigorously rubbing her white legs, desire lies on the other side of repugnance" (56).  Does this statement represent the views of the text, or is it simply a personal feeling brought on by Maud's turbulent relationship with Fergus Wolfe?  What is the effect of interposing the image of Maud practically attacking her "white" body between the identification of Freud and his idea?  The mention of Freud ties in with the idea in the above passage that perhaps the focus of literary theory on sexuality creates a backlash/anti-desire.  Does the text support or deny this view, in the progression of Maud and Roland's relationship or elsewhere? 
2. What parallels does the text draw between the modern characters' need to distance themselves from sexuality and Victorian denials of sexuality?  Is Ellen Ash's fear of sex the same as Maud's? Similar? Parallel?  Are there characters from Victorian novels we've read that share (less explicitly) this fear of (physical) intimacy?

3. Dickens' Estella, in Great Expectations, who functions as a sexual object for the narrator, Pip, is, like Maud, described in terms of her regal brightness, her whiteness.  On the other hand, Charlotte Brontë's Jane Eyre is small and dark, contrasted against the insipid but palely beautiful Blanche Ingram.  What parallels, if any, is Byatt drawing between Estella, brought up to be cold and aloof, and Maud, who becomes cold and aloof to combat her own fear and the pressures of her environment?  Why is the pale, cold and haughty woman so desirable in Great Expectations (published in 1861) and Possession but not in Jane Eyre (published in 1847)?

4. In Aurora Leigh the metaphor of white dresses represents the conflict over a woman's place in the domestic sphere or in the wider world.  Aurora's cousin Romney tells her she should keep her pretty white morning dresses clean by becoming his wife and avoiding the horrors of the wider world; Aurora disagrees, claiming she will happily muddy her dresses becoming a poet. This view almost directly contradicts Christabel's use of whiteness in her poetry and in her letters to Randolph Ash, specifically her claim that she exists inside a white egg; her solitude protects her and allows her to write poetry (Ch8, 137).  Does Possession ultimately support Christabel's view that for a woman, solitude is necessary, or does it bolster Aurora's claim that a poet must be in the world?  What do the two different visions of feminine whiteness—as pretty and impractical or as necessary and protective— say about the works and the contexts they were written in? 

Romney in Aurora Leigh, Randolph, and Roland in Possession: The Three R's of Romance, or, a Deceptively Coherent Title Soon to Fragment under the Pressure of Postmodernism in Byatt's Possession 
1. Why would Byatt present the pursuit of knowledge as more fundamental than sex? Does Maud share Roland's will to know?  Why is this drive essential to their scholarly work?
2. Roland's understanding of the relationship between literary achievement and love curiously echoes Aurora Leigh's conception of poetry and marriage. Just as Aurora needs to marry Romney in order to become a true artist, Roland seems to require a romantic union with Maud in order to become a true scholar.  What does this formulation tell us about Byatt's view of art versus scholarship?  Could we argue that Randolph and Christabel's poetic achievements are similarly predicated upon love?  Do they require a romantic union in order to flourish as artists?  What is different about their romance from that of Aurora and Romney?

3. If Roland and Maud are so determined to discover coherence in the Ash/Christabel affair, then why is it problematic that they do not know about Ash's meeting with his daughter? that they do not know of things "that happened and leave no discernible trace," that "are not spoken or written of" (508)? 

4. Why would Byatt want us to compare Roland and Maud's romance to that of Randolph and Christabel? Are they both in fact romances? If Roland and Maud's story ends with the potential for a new yet uncertain beginning (i.e. in the suggested postmodern garden of Eden), then what does Byatt ultimately think of romance as a literary genre?  Is Possession guilty of nostalgia?  If not out of nostalgia, why do contemporary authors like Byatt in this novel and Graham Swift in Waterland (1983) reconfigure Victorian literature and social behavior?  

“No Discernible Trace” 
1. Is A.S. Byatt's use of the omniscient narrator who allows the reader a peek at the Victorian era necessary within the text?  What would be the result of removing the passages with this omniscient point of view from the novel?
2. Christabel LaMotte and Randolph Henry Ash can easily be connected to actual Victorian poets, such as Christina Rossetti and Robert Browning. Considering these links, what is Byatt trying to say about our own knowledge of the past, of the Victorian era and beyond? Do the events that occur and "leave no discernible trace" (508) cheapen the study of these past literary figures, or is she saying something far different? 

3. What does the fact that, at the end of the Postscript, "the lovely crown was broken, and she forgot the message" (511) do to the entire novel?  If she had delivered the message, would the consequences have been different?  What is Byatt trying to say with this development in the story?

4. What is the significance of the title as related to this passage? What role does possession play at the end, as Ash meets his daughter for the first and only time?

Critiques of Romantic Inspiration in the Poetic Form in A.S. Byatt's Possession
1. Why does Ash intimate that unsatisfied love, rather than love itself, is the inspiration of most poetry?  Do you think Ash is saying that friendship can substitute for love as the foundation of poetry?  Is Ash's assertion of friendship as superior to love weakened by his consequent amorous relationship with LaMotte?
2. How does Ash's conception of the poetry differ from that promulgated by Barrett Browning through the voice of her protagonist Aurora Leigh?  Do you think Byatt herself is attempting to provide a critique of romantic poetry, or is merely an objective creator of a particular viewpoint of the Victorian times?  Simply, is this viewpoint, espoused by Ash, a modernist conception of poetry?  How is this viewpoint reflected by the actions and beliefs of the modern-day characters— Roland and Maud?

3. Where else in the novel do Byatt's characters—especially LaMotte or Ash— denigrate the ability of human love relationships to inspire poetic creation? 

